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Using Authentic Writing Contests to Prepare Third 
Graders for High Stakes Standardized Assessments  
Danielle DefauW
“I hate making my third graders respond to these fake  
on-demand test prompts. The only time published 
authors write to a prompt is if  they enter a writing 
contest!”
This personal lament, shared during a planning meeting, triggered my exploration to use au-thentic writing contests to support my stu-dents’ transfer of  learning between contest writing and standardized writing assessments 
for on-demand prompt writing. Many states require students 
complete on-demand prompt writing tasks for standardized 
writing assessments; thus, teachers feel pressured to create 
classroom tasks aligned to the assessment form, format, and 
context (Olinghouse, Zheng, & Morlock, 2012; O’Neill, Mur-
phy, Huot, & Williamson, 2006). My school district required 
me to assign students timed, on-demand writing tasks. I felt 
coerced to teach to the test; my test-prep instruction focused 
on formulaic writing (e.g., five-paragraph essay) to help stu-
dents achieve satisfactory scores (Hillocks, 2002). My district 
used or created similar state-released on-demand prompts, 
believing such practice under similar assessment contexts 
would improve students’ performances on standardized writ-
ing assessments. 
Despite Hillocks’ (2002) seminal study detailing high-
stakes standardized writing assessments’ negative impact on 
instruction, such tests still determine teachers’ instructional 
content (Au & Gourd, 2013; Bhattacharyya, Junot, & Clark, 
2013). The Michigan Student Test of  Educational Prog-
ress (M-STEP) assesses the Common Core State Standards 
(CCSS) through performance tasks (National Governors 
Association for Best Practices & Council of  Chief  State 
School Officers, 2010). The final writing performance task, 
an on-demand essay, requires students synthesize evidence 
used in previous performance tasks to support their argu-
ment (Hindman, 2015). Also, the Michigan Association of  
Intermediate School Administrators (MAISA) created writ-
ing units including pre- and post- on-demand writing assess-
ments (Carey, 2015).
research
For this mixed-methods study (Johnson, Onwuegbuz-
ie, & Turner, 2007), I taught three third-grade classrooms 
narrative, or personal story writing, for test-preparation or 
contests. In this article, I detail the qualitative data analysis 
triangulated through three data sources (Zohrabi, 2013): tran-
scribed pre- and post-interviews (collected by two research-
ers unconnected to the study), field notes, and documents. 
Also, I summarize the quantitative analysis of  students’ writ-
ing (word count, content/ideas, organization, style/voice, 
conventions, and holistic score) reported in my dissertation 
(DeFauw, 2010). Using this mixed-methods design (Johnson 
et al., 2007; Zohrabi, 2013), I argue standardized writing as-
sessment preparation for on-demand prompt writing is more 
authentic when using writing contests versus traditional test 
preparation. I provide teaching implications and 14 writing 
contests K-16 students may enter.
background
As authentic literacy tasks, writing contests provide an 
instructional means for supporting students’ writing devel-
opment (Jocson, Burnside, & Collins, 2006; Jocson, 2009). 
Duke, Purcell-Gates, Hall, and Tower (2006) defined authen-
tic literacy tasks as “those that replicate or reflect reading and 
writing activities that occur in the lives of  people outside of  
a learning-to-read-and-write context and purpose” (p. 346). 
Using their two-category, three-point scale, contest writing 
earns the highest score in authentic purpose and authentic 
text. Writing contests create competitive opportunities for 
novice to expert writers to submit their writing for review, 
publication, or prizes.
Authentic writing experiences such as writing contests 
(1) motivate students, provided the process and end prod-
uct are personally important (Newmann, 2000); (2) help stu-
dents develop their unique voices (Kixmiller, 2004), which 
impact standardized writing assessment scores (Zhao & 
Llosa, 2008); (3) provide a real audience (Duke et al., 2006); 
and (4) allow students to practice writing in a playful sense. 
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Procedures: For quantitative analysis, this study used 
a two-factor, repeated-measure analysis of  variance, or a 3 
(Treatments) x 2 (Test Periods) factorial ANOVA. The Test 
Periods provided the repeated measures of  word count and 
analytic ratings (content/ideas, organization, style/voice, 
conventions, and holistic score) through pre- and post-test 
writing samples. Two other researchers, mentioned previ-
ously, helped me evaluate each selection confidentially after 
establishing scoring consistency. We achieved 93% inter-rater 
agreement of  writing scores by ensuring the third reader 
scored a selection if  the first two readers’ scores varied by 
2 or more points. The third reader determined a final score 
either through agreement with one of  the two other readers’ 
scores or an average of  all three scores.
For qualitative analysis, I reread a computer document 
of  interviews and field notes to code the data through two 
coding rounds: (1) simultaneous descriptive and in vivo (stu-
dents’ language) coding and (2) emotion coding (Saldaña, 
2013). I attached and sorted coded data on index cards to 
reveal three categories:
• Detailing Experiences: Students planned their narra-
tives around occurrences they lived: “I would try to 
think of  things that happened in my own life.”
• Using Writing Strategies: Students detailed their ex-
periences through writer’s craft: “You describe it very 
well so another person can actually visualize what it 
looks like.” 
• Contest Versus Test: Students’ emotions varied be-
tween writing for competitive and authentic purposes 
versus assessment and school-based purposes: “I 
might try my best…be proud…[versus] get a good 
score.” 
To ensure the categories’ accuracy, I conducted a peer 
debriefing with an outside researcher (Merriam, 1998). We 
achieved 96% accuracy per her matching pre-selected data 
excerpts with the three categorical descriptions.
results
This study’s key assertion is standardized writing assess-
ment preparation for on-demand prompt writing is more 
authentic when using writing contests versus traditional test 
preparation. Third-grade students participating in authentic 
writing contests wrote more words and often felt motivated 
to write.
Dewey (1910/1991) stated, “To be playful and serious at the 
same time is possible, and it defines the ideal mental condi-
tion” (p. 218). 
Writing contests reward quality writing. However, the 
reward is not a “teaching” system; rewards may help ensure 
good performance, but they do not scaffold students’ learn-
ing (Gallimore & Tharp, 1990). If  students perceive the re-
ward as valuable, writing might increase. However, repeatedly 
experiencing a writing contest might also have a detrimental 
effect if  the authentic writing task creates boredom (Zim-
merman & Schunk, 2008). Bruner (1966) stated, “External 
reinforcement may indeed get a particular act going and may 
even lead to its repetition, but it does not nourish, reliably, the 
long course of  learning” (p. 128). However, contest writing 
may create situational interest (Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000). 
Students can become interested about a writing topic and 
speculate if  they could win, developing their writing while 
playing a competitive game. 
research Methods
Population and Context: This study took place in a 
Midwest rural school district with three lower socioeconomic 
third-grade classrooms of  61 students, primarily European-
American. Promoted to a literacy coach position, I taught all 
three classrooms in 45-minute blocks, 20 consecutive lessons 
over six weeks.
The third-grade classrooms were designated test-prep-
aration, contest-writing, or contest-creation. The test-prep-
aration group followed a traditional narrative unit of  study; 
students wrote narratives in response to on-demand prompts 
from standardized writing assessments. The contest-writing 
group followed the same test-preparation curriculum, but 
students participated in on-demand prompts from authentic 
writing contests. The contest-creation group created, man-
aged, and evaluated two writing contests for third and fourth 
graders. All students responded to the same on-demand 
prompts on six writing assessments: a pre- and post-stan-
dardized writing assessment and four other assessments for 
either standardized writing assessments or authentic writing 
contests.
Quantitative analysis included 61 students’ writing selec-
tions. For qualitative analysis, 18 students were identified for 
the case study as a typical sample (Merriam, 1998) of  boy/
girl pairs at each level (high-average, average, and below-av-
erage) determined per teachers’ formative assessments and 
beginning-of-the-year district pre-assessment scores for an 
on-demand prompt writing assessment.
using authentic Writing contests to Prepare Third graders for high stakes standardized assessments 
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revision. One student stated, “Good writing…has voice in it 
like you would really say…you have to use interesting words.” 
Another student stated, “Using good sentences like instead 
of  saying she was happy you could say like she was jumping 
up and down like yelling hooray.”
Every student mentioned handwriting, punctuation, and 
spelling. Concerning handwriting, one student stated, “Good 
writing is where you write nice and neat and not sloppy.” 
Referencing punctuation, one student stated, “Good writing 
is…when you use punctuation…if  you don’t…it’s a no good, 
dirty rotten, run-on sentence.” Students consistently voiced 
difficulties with spelling. One student stated some students 
struggle with writing “because …they might say ‘well, this 
writing has to be exactly just right and I can’t do it exact be-
cause I don’t know how to spell the word’…you don’t know 
how to spell that so you have to change the whole subject.” 
Many students referred to “good writing [as] perfect.” One 
student stated, “[Good writers] always use punctuation when 
they’re done with a sentence and they always write full sen-
tences and they always spell everything right.”
The contest-creation group learned writing does not re-
quire perfection, but writers can help their audiences. Dur-
ing a class discussion, I asked, “What have you learned from 
being evaluators these last two days?” Reading the contest 
entries, one student observed many stories did not include an 
ending or proper organization. Another student noted how 
many students wrote off-topic. Having created a contest, the 
students understood evaluators’ expectations when reading 
contest entries.
The third category, Contest Versus Test, emerged per 
classroom observations and students’ comments about how 
Quantitative: The quantitative results, pre-
viously reported (DeFauw, 2010), analyzed the 
dependent measures of  word count and the writing quality 
categories (content/ideas, organization, style/voice, conven-
tions, and holistic score) using repeated-measures analysis of  
variance (ANOVA). We scored the selections using the state 
mandated narrative rubric. 
This quasi-experimental design did not allow for equat-
ing of  the groups on initial writing ability (the control group 
significantly outperformed the other two groups on the pre-
assessment), so effects of  the treatment groups could only 
be evaluated by the interaction of  Treatments with Test Pe-
riods, rather than the main effects of  the Treatments. The 
ANOVA results (Appendix A, Table 1) indicated only word 
count yielded a significant interaction effect. Simple interac-
tion contrasts indicated the two contest groups increased 
word count compared to the test-preparation group. The 
contest-writing and contest-creation groups did not differ in 
their effect on word count. See Figure 1 (below) and Table 2 
(Appendix B).
Qualitative: The first category, Detailing Experiences, 
was evident in students’ interview comments concerning 
how they planned their narratives around real-life events. 
One student stated, “I would think about what happened 
in my life…I would write down things that is important.” 
Another student stated, “I could write the stuff  that I don’t 
want to forget down and…if  I had a lot of  things that I could 
write about I could see what one has the most details.”
Students wrote narratives about their lives per the cur-
riculum’s and authentic writing contests’ requirements; thus, 
every writing sample detailed a student’s life experience. 
Granted, some details may have been invented. One student 
stated, “If  I can’t think of  what happened, I’d like make 
something up that would kind of  go with it.” Some students 
felt inventing the details was necessary: (a) “When you write 
a story you write like so many that you have nothing else to 
tell about it,” and (b) “It makes it hard when kids don’t have 
anything to write about…or…they’ve already written about 
it and…don’t want to…again.” This predicament is especially 
challenging since peers cannot easily help a writer generate an 
idea. One student commented, “Sometimes you don’t know 
what to write about…friends might be able to help you but 
they don’t know much about your life.”
The second category, Using Writing Strategies, was 
pertinent in describing how students viewed their personal 
and others’ writing abilities. Students mentioned the follow-
ing writer’s craft: dialogue, voice, word choice, leads, and 
Figure 1. Mean Word Count for Treatment Groups  
Pre- and Post-Test
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craft. Although students’ writing quality did not show signifi-
cant improvement, the contest-writing and contest-creation 
groups increased word quantity whereas the test-preparation 
group decreased. Also, most students revealed positive emo-
tions when writing for contests versus standardized writing 
assessments.
Since many teachers tailor their instruction to assess-
ment contexts and formats (Olinghouse et al., 2012; O’Neill 
et al., 2006) because they must balance curricular, account-
ability, administrative, and assessment demands (National 
Commission on Writing, 2006), I recommend using authen-
tic writing contests as a preparation tool for on-demand 
standardized writing assessments. Such standardized writing 
assessments and writing contests require students to write 
to a prompt for an unknown, evaluative audience. Writing 
responses to on-demand prompts for standardized writing 
tests is an inauthentic, school-only task. Writing contests 
meet the same curricular goals through authentic tasks and 
increase students’ interest and motivation in writing (Duke 
et al., 2006; Jocson et al., 2006). This mixed-methods study 
integrated qualitative and quantitative data to understand 
students’ writing development related to their writing scores, 
emotions, and experiences (Jang, Wagner, & Park, 2014). The 
data demonstrated using writing contest tasks was equally 
or more beneficial than traditional test preparation tasks for 
supporting students’ writing development.
The quantitative data results indicated the three groups 
(test-preparation, contest-writing, and contest-creation) 
made similar gains on writing quality measures from pretest 
to posttest. Although these gains were not related to specific 
treatment conditions, the treatments influenced the writing 
quantity. The contest-writing and contest-creation groups 
increased word count from pretest to posttest by 41.2 and 
52.8 words, respectively, while the test-preparation group de-
creased word count by 35 words. Word count is considered 
a lower-level writing skill (Wolbers, 2007) relatable to writing 
quality (Hillocks, 1986). One student stated, “[Good writers] 
make sure they go all the way over to…the other side of  the 
paper.”
The qualitative data results showed students detailed 
their personal experiences using their writing strategies. The 
two contest groups learned how the contest and assessment 
contexts mirrored one another concerning writing to a dis-
tant audience for evaluative purposes. Such understanding 
likely motivated students to write their best in both contexts. 
Also, many students felt motivated to write for contests more 
than assessments. Writing contests approximated the real 
writing contests and standardized writing assessments would 
“change” or “influence” them as writers. These in vivo codes 
required emotion coding because students quoted the final 
two interview questions’ wording. Because third graders ex-
perience “a period of  emotional ambivalence in which [they 
may]…experience new emotions but do not necessarily have 
the vocabulary to describe them” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 109), 
emotion coding inferred students’ emotions based on how 
writing contexts “changed” or “influenced” them. Some stu-
dents felt similar (Table 3, Appendix C) or different (Table 4, 
Appendix D) toward writing for contests and tests.
Per Table 4, two students felt scared writing for contests. 
One of  these students in the contest-writing group, Mark 
(pseudonym), told me he was finished with the first instruc-
tional writing prompt after writing less than ten minutes. I 
assumed he rushed. I remembered Mark’s pre-interview 
comment, “‘When you say you’re done you’ve just begun.’ 
That’s what the teacher always said to me…I’m like I’m done. 
‘You’ve just begun.’ Like dang it.”
“Reread your writing. Is there anything you can do to 
make it stronger?” I instructed.
“Yeah, but can I write on the back?” he replied.
Surprised, I answered, “Of  course you can, but you 
don’t have to.”
“But I want that 50 bucks! I might win it,” Mark ex-
claimed.
Requesting permission, Mark seemed extrinsically moti-
vated to write for the contest, hoping to win the prize. Dur-
ing the pre-interview, Mark did not demonstrate an interest 
in writing for contests. He stated, “It’s a bit scary. Like I 
would say well this isn’t really fun anymore trying to do it for 
a contest…because if  I win other people…won’t talk to me 
the next day…they’ll get really mad at me and…then I won’t 
have any friends.”
The contest experience changed him as a writer, evident 
in his post-interview response, “I might think…I’ll just write 
this one time to try to get a prize….I like writing because it’s 
fun to write. It is a very fun thing to do, and when you do a 
really good job you can actually feel it inside you.”
Discussion
The study’s findings suggest students may be motivated 
to practice on-demand prompt writing through authentic 
writing contests more so than traditional test preparation. 
Through such writing prompts, students detailed their per-
sonal experiences in narrative writing using their writer’s 
using authentic Writing contests to Prepare Third graders for high stakes standardized assessments 
 
 laJM, fall 2015 13 
Danielle Defauw
write narratives for an unknown audience. Mark chose to 
write more as the writing contest triggered his interest and 
motivated him to write in hopes of  winning fifty dollars. He 
stated, “When you do a really good job you can actually feel 
it inside you.”
Writing contests motivated many students 
to write (Jocson et al., 2006; Jocson, 2009) and 
created a learning context of  situational in-
terest, because students wanted to win prizes 
and influence the evaluative audience. Playing 
a competitive game, they learned to anticipate 
their audience’s needs, especially students in 
the contest-created group. These students dis-
cussed their frustrations with reviewing stu-
dents’ writing selections riddled with sloppy 
handwriting, unfocused topics, and organiza-
tional challenges; this group focused on not 
making similar  mistakes in their own writing.
It is crucial to utilize authentic writing 
tasks to catch students’ interest and motivate 
them to write for audiences. Kixmiller (2004) 
stated, “A classroom that includes authentic 
writing is student-centered, interest-based, 
and meaning-driven instead of  assessment-
centered, score-based, and accountability-
driven” (p. 30). Teachers are required to facili-
tate students’ writing development to transfer 
across contexts and purposes. Writing contests 
prepare students for in-school and outside-
of-school writing and meet curricular and as-
sessment goals. Preparing students for high 
stakes standardized writing assessments using 
authentic writing contest tasks to increase writ-
ing quantity and quality creates implications for 
teaching writing.
implications
Teachers align curricular and assess-
ment requirements. Although this study was 
conducted when on-demand prompt narrative writing was 
prominent on the Michigan Educational Assessment Pro-
gram (MEAP), today’s CCSS, M-STEP, and MAISA as-
sessment requirements for writing may still be met through 
writing contests. In another article, I provided ten writing 
contests with step-by-step instructions to support curricular 
writing task of  writing to an audience the writers cared about 
(Lindblom, 2004) and created “situational interest [which] 
can be effectively utilized to promote academic motivation. . . 
and help [students] make cognitive gains in areas that initially 
hold little interest for them” (Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000, p. 
156). Situational interest is triggered and then maintained be-
fore it can grow into emerging and well-developed interest 
for students who are not already intrinsically motivated to 
complete a task (Hidi & Renninger, 2006). 
In this study, authentic writing contests triggered stu-
dents’ interest or caught their attention (Mitchell, 1993) to 
Organization Prompt Grade
The Sejong Cultural Society 
(sejongculturalsociety.org)
Varies annually; response 
to a Korean folktale
K-16
Constituting America 
(constitutingamerica.org)
U.S. Constitution K-16
The GOI Peace Foundation 
(goipeace.or.jp/)
Changes annually K-16
The National Flag Day Founda-
tion (nationalflagday.com)
What our flag means to 
me
4-12
Humane Education Network 
(hennet.org)
Changes annually 14-18 yrs.
New Voices Young Writers
(newvoicesyoungwriters.com)
Open 11-18 yrs.
Energize Students
(energizestudents.org)
Changes annually 9-12
Bill of  Rights Institute
(billofrightsinstitute.org)
Changes annually 7-12
Earth Science Week
(earthsciweek.org)
Changes annually 6-9
VFW’s Patriot’s Pen 
(vfw.org/PatriotsPen/)
America’s history 6-8
Institute for Global  
Environmental Strategies 
(strategies.org)
Earth Day Photo &  
Essay Contest
5-8
National WWII Museum
(nationalww2museum.org)
Changes annually 5-8
University of  Michigan 
Dearborn’s YAF
(library.umd.umich.edu)
Changes annually 3-5
Lexington Family Magazine
(lexingtonfamily.com)
Changes annually K-5
Figure 2. K-16 Content-Area, Nonfiction Essay Writing Contests
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Fourth, writing contests provide a competitive and play-
ful authentic writing task writers entertain outside of  school. 
Rather than complete inauthentic, school-only writing tasks 
for standardized writing assessment preparation to earn a 
grade or meet school requirements, students may enter au-
thentic writing contests in school and outside of  school for a 
challenge and potential prize.
Through participation in contests, students understand 
how to write for a distant, unknown, evaluative audience. 
Many participants strived to impress the distant audience, 
hoping to win. Contest writing teaches audience awareness 
even with audiences students do not know personally, espe-
cially if  they are given the opportunity to not only write to 
contests, but also create, manage, and evaluate contests for 
other students. “One of  the crucial problems for research 
on written composition is the development of  the writer’s 
audience awareness, that is how writers consider their read-
ers’ need to understand” (Boscolo & Ascorti, 2004, p. 159).
As the evaluative audience, students in the contest-cre-
ation group brainstormed and chose prompts for the contest. 
They determined the evaluative components on the rubrics 
they created and used to evaluate students’ entries (Andrade, 
Wang, Du, & Akawi, 2009). They learned firsthand the dif-
ficulties audiences face when subjectively scoring writing. 
Their writing selections for this study, although not signifi-
cantly different, showed organizational and handwriting im-
provement. For this strategy to work, teachers must require 
students to refer to their own writing to revise and strengthen 
their writing development.
conclusion
Boscolo and Hidi (2007) stated, “Over the past two 
decades, teachers have been more concerned with how to 
improve children’s ability to write than with how to increase 
their interest in writing” (p. 5). This study supports using writ-
ing contests as an authentic approach to standardized writing 
assessment preparation for on-demand prompt writing to 
support students’ writing development while increasing stu-
dents’ interest in writing. Students used their writer’s craft 
to detail their personal experiences and wrote more words 
when they wrote to contests versus standardized writing as-
sessments. Although students’ writing quality did not show 
significant improvement, authentic writing contests created 
situational interest for writing as students felt motivated to 
respond to the prompts, as one student shared, “Everybody’s 
different….I write a different story than anybody else…and 
and assessment goals (DeFauw, 2013). Figure 2 provides 14 
additional contests useful in meeting current requirements. 
Writing contests are a useful tool to (a) challenge stu-
dents who love to write; (b) motivate students who hate to 
write; (c) analyze winning contest entries as mentor texts; (d) 
encourage families to promote writing outside of  school; (e) 
enrich extracurricular writing programs; (f) create a competi-
tive yet playful writing task; and (g) write for an authentic au-
dience. In addition, students may create, manage, and evalu-
ate writing contests.
First, regardless of  students’ personal interest in writ-
ing, participating in writing contests challenges and motivates 
students to write, while facilitating their writing development. 
To write for contests, students use writer’s craft purposefully 
to influence the evaluative audience, an audience they likely 
prefer over their teachers and peers. Students who welcome 
a writing challenge enter writing contests to support their in-
dividual interest or intrinsic motivation (Hidi & Renninger, 
2006). For students who dislike writing, such contests may 
trigger and maintain their interest (Hidi & Renninger, 2006). 
If  students begin to set personal goals to write contest en-
tries, their intrinsic motivation will grow (Hidi & Harackie-
wicz, 2000). The more writers write, the more they improve 
(Calkins, 2006). 
Second, to learn from other writers their own age, stu-
dents may analyze winning contest entries as mentor texts 
(Dorfman & Cappelli, 2009). Many writing contests publish 
winning entries. Teachers may use these entries for students 
to analyze for effective writer’s craft and revision needs. Dur-
ing the study when one winning entry was introduced, a stu-
dent stated, “I can write like that! She’s just like me!” Many 
students seemed more willing to aspire to write like students 
their own age versus published, professional authors. In ad-
dition to using student writing in the classroom to critique 
a whole group (Calkins, 2006), students may critique high-
quality, winning contest entries written by student authors.
Third, writing contests may support the home-school 
connection. Word spread quickly in the district concerning 
my interest in writing contests. Many families requested lists 
of  writing contests to encourage their children to enter out-
side of  school. I posted many writing contests for students 
and families to peruse.  Similarly, teachers leading extracurric-
ular sessions in or outside of  school may use writing contests 
to inspire, interest, and motivate students to write. The more 
contests students enter, the more they write for an authentic 
purpose and develop their writing skills. Also, the more en-
tries they submit, the more likely they will place in a contest.
 
 laJM, fall 2015 15 
Danielle Defauw
Hidi, S., & Harackiewicz, J. M. (2000). Motivating the aca- 
 demically unmotivated: A critical issue for the 21st cen- 
 tury. Review of  Educational Research, 70(2), 151-179.
Hidi, S., & Renninger, K. A. (2006). The four-phase   
 model of  interest development. Educational Psychologist,  
 41(2), 111-127.
Hillocks, G., Jr. (1986). Research on written composition:  
 New directions for teaching. East Lansing, MI: Nation-  
 al Center for Research on Teacher Learning. (ERIC  
 Document Reproduction Service No. ED265552)
Hillocks, G., Jr. (2002). The testing trap: How state writing  
 assessments control learning. New York, NY: Teachers  
 College Press.
Hindman, S. (2015). English Language Arts M-STEP. Michi- 
 gan Reading Journal, 47(2), 54-55.
Jang, E. E., Wagner, M., & Park, G. (2014). Mixed methods  
 research in language testing and assessment. Annual  
 Review of  Applied Linguistics, 34, 123-153.
Jocson, K., Burnside, S., & Collins, M. (2006). Pens on the  
 prize: Linking school and community through contest  
 inspired literacy. Multicultural Education, 14(2), 28–33.
Jocson, K. M. (2009). Steering legacies: Pedagogy, literacy,  
 and social justice in schools. The Urban Review, 41(3),  
 269-285.
Johnson, R. B., Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Turner, L. A. (2007).  
 Toward a definition of  mixed methods research. Journal  
 of  Mixed Methods Research, 1(2), 112-133.
Kixmiller, L. A. S. (2004). Standards without sacrifice: The  
 case for authentic writing. English Journal, 94(1), 29-33.
Lindblom, K. (2004). Teaching English in the world. English  
 Journal, High school edition, 94(1), 104-108.
Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative research and case study   
 applications in education (2nd ed.). San Francisco, CA:  
 Jossey-Bass.
Mitchell, M. (1993). Situational interest: Its multifaceted  
 structure in the secondary school mathematics class- 
 room. Journal of  Educational Psychology, 85(3), 424-436.
National Commission on Writing for America’s Families,  
 Schools, and Colleges. (2006). Writing and school reform: 
 Including the neglected “R”: The need for a writing revolu-  
 tion. New York: College Entrance Examination Board.
National Governors Association Center for Best Practices  
 & Council of  Chief  State School Officers. (2010). Com- 
 mon Core State Standards for English language arts and literacy  
 in history/social studies, science, and technical subjects. Wash- 
 ington, DC: Authors.
Newmann, F. M. (2000). Authentic intellectual work: What  
 and why? CAREI: Research/Practice Newsletter, 8(1).
winning doesn’t matter. All that really matters is that I try my 
best…because everyone can’t win, but everyone can write.” 
References
Andrade, H. L., Wang, X., Du, Y., & Akawi, R. L. (2009).  
 Rubric-referenced self-assessment and self-efficacy for  
 writing. The Journal of  Educational Research, 102(4),   
 287-301.
Au, W., & Gourd, K. (2013). Asinine assessment: Why high- 
 stakes testing is bad for everyone, including English  
 teachers. English Journal, 103(1), 14-19.
Bhattacharyya, S., Junot, M., & Clark, H. (2013). Can you  
 hear us? Voices raised against standardized testing by  
 novice teachers. Creative Education, 4(10), 633-639.
Boscolo, P., & Ascorti, K. (2004). Effects of  collaborative  
 revision on children’s ability to write understand  
 able narrative texts. In G. Rijlaarsdam (Series Ed.)   
 & L. Allal, L. Chanquoy, & P. Largy (Volume Eds.),  
 Studies in Writing, Volume 13, Revision: Cognitive and   
 instructional processes (pp. 157-170). Norwell, MA: Kluwer  
 Academic Publishers.
Boscolo, P., & Hidi, S. (2007). The multiple meanings of   
 motivation to write. In G. Rijlaarsdam (Series Ed.) &  
 S. Hidi & P. Boscolo (Volume Eds.), Studies in writing,  
 Vol. 19, Writing and motivation (pp. 1-14). Oxford:   
 Elsevier.
Bruner, S. (1966). Toward a theory of  instruction. Cambridge,  
 MA: The Belknap Press of  Harvard University Press.
Calkins, L. M. (2006). Units of  study for teaching writing: Grades  
 3-5. Portsmouth, NH: FirstHand.
Carey, K. (2015). MAISA. Retrieved from gomaisa-public. 
 rubiconatlas.org
DeFauw, D. L. (2013). 10 writing opportunities to teach to  
 the test. The Reading Teacher, 66(7), 569-57
Dewey, J. (1910/1991). How we think. Amherst, NY: 
 Prometheus Books.
Dorfman, L. R., Cappelli, R. (2009). Nonfiction mentor texts:  
 Teaching informational writing through children’s literature K-8.  
 Portland, ME: Stenhouse.
Duke, N. K., Purcell-Gates, V., Hall, L. A., & Tower, C.  
 (2006). Authentic literacy activities for developing com 
 prehension and writing. The Reading Teacher, 60(4), 344- 
 355.
Gallimore, R., & Tharp, R. (1990). Teaching mind in soci- 
 ety: Teaching, schooling, and literate discourse. In L.  
 C. Moll (Ed.), Vygotsky and education: Instructional im-  
 plications and applications of  sociohistorical psychology (pp.  
 175- 205). New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.
 
16 laJM, fall 2015
using authentic Writing contests to Prepare Third graders for high stakes standardized assessments
O’Neill, P., Murphy, S., Huot, B., & Williamson, M.M. (2006). 
 What teachers say about different kinds of  mandated  
 state writing tests. Journal of  Writing Assessment, 2(2),  
 81–108.
Olinghouse, N. G., Zheng, J., & Morlock, L. (2012). State  
 writing assessment: Inclusion of  motivational factors  
 in writing tasks. Reading & Writing Quarterly: Overcoming  
 Learning Difficulties, 28(1), 97–119.
Saldaña, J. (2013). The coding manual for qualitative researchers  
 (2nd ed.). London: Sage Publications Ltd.
Wolbers, K. A. (2007). Using balanced and interactive 
 writing instruction to improve the higher order   
 and  lower order writing skills of  deaf  students. Journal  
 of  Deaf  Studies and Deaf  Education, 13(2), 257-277.
Zhao, C. G., & Llosa, L. (2008). Voice in high-stakes L1 
 academic writing assessment: Implications for L2 writ 
 ing instruction. Assessing Writing, 13(3), 153-170.
Zimmerman, B. J., & Schunk, D. H. (2008). Motivation: An  
 essential dimension of  self-regulated learning. In D. H.  
 Schunk & B. J. Zimmerman (Eds.), Motivation and self- 
 regulated learning: Theory, research, and applications (pp.   
 1-30). New York, NY: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Zohrabi, M. (2013). Mixed method research: Instruments,  
 validity, reliability, and reporting findings. Theory and 
 Practice in Language Studies, 3(2), 254-262.
 
Danielle Defauw is an Assistant Professor of  Reading and 
Language Arts in the College of  Education, Health, and 
Human Services at the University of  Michigan-Dearborn. 
Her research interests focus on teacher-writers using au-
thentic writing tasks to motivate students to develop their 
writer’s craft.
 
 laJM, fall 2015 17 
Danielle Defauw
  Appendix A.  Table 1.  Analysis of  Variance for Narrative Writing Qualities
Source Type III Sum of  Squares df Mean Square F
Dependent Variable
Word Count
Treatments 68,743.41 2 34,371.71 10.39**
Error 191,914.41  58 3,308.87
Test Periods 11,742.43  1 11,742.43 5.46*
Interaction 44,964.50  2 22,482.25 10.45**
Error 124,752.53  58 2,150.91
Content/ideas
Treatment 7.98 2 3.99 3.78*
Error 61.19 58 1.06
Test Periods 10.67 1 10.67 29.17**
Interaction 0.65 2 0.33 .89
Error 21.21 58 0.37
Organization
Treatments 4.07 2 2.04 2.22
Error 53.35 58 0.92
Test Periods 9.29 1 9.29 25.59**
Interaction 0.75 2 0.38 1.03
Error 21.05 58 0.36
Style/voice
Treatments 4.89 2 2.44 3.94*
Error 35.93 58 0.62
Test Periods 2.95 1 2.95 9.34**
Interaction 0.20 2 0.10 0.31
Error 18.34 58 0.32
Conventions
Treatment 4.26 2 2.13 2.49
Error 49.56 58 0.85
Test Periods 1.49 1 1.49 7.97**
Interaction 0.03 2 0.02 0.09
Error 10.84 58 0.19
Holistic Score
Treatment 7.18 2 3.59 3.93*
Error 52.97 58 0.91
Test Period 10.21 1 10.21 28.60**
Interaction 0.45 2 0.23 0.63
Error 20.71 58 0.36
Note. n=61 
*p <.05. **p <.01.
 
18 laJM, fall 2015
using authentic Writing contests to Prepare Third graders for high stakes standardized assessments
Appendix B.  Table 2.  Treatments’ Word Count Means and Standard Deviations for Pretest and Posttest
Feeling motivated to achieve
Student Writing Contests Standardized Writing  
Assessments
Test-Preparation 
High-Average 
Boy
“If  there was a prize or something I’d want to 
write it so I’d try my best.”
“Oh it would like make me want to try my best be-
cause I would want to get a good score.”
Test-Preparation 
High-Average 
Girl
“I might try a little harder then…if  I was writ-
ing it for free.”
“I put tons of  details, make sure that my writing is 
perfect.”
Test-Preparation  
Average Boy
“It might change me because I would want to 
try my best on it because it’s a contest.”
“I would want to make it look nice so the teacher 
could read it.”
Test-Preparation 
Below-Average 
Boy
“If  I won…I’d be happy…I would probably 
write better.”
“Probably get me up in grades and do better in 
school.”
Feeling inspired to write ideas
Contest-Writing 
High-Average 
Girl
“It might change me in my interest of  what I 
like to write about and how I write it.”
“Change what I like to write about and how I write it 
and…my interest of  what I like to read…to get ideas 
for my writing.”
Contest-Writing 
Average Boy
“It might make me write faster or…figure out 
more harder words…or…being a better writer 
or…doing other ideas to write.”
“It might make me so write more than I do or…how 
to write harder words or…spell write cursive better.”
Contest-Writing 
Below-Average 
Boy
“It would like…help me sound out words and 
make me like write fast so I can like write my 
own books.”
“It would like make me smart so that I could like 
write my own stories to help my own children 
learn…to write.”
Contest-Creation 
High-Average 
Girl
“I like to come up with good writings and have 
some adults read it before I entered before I 
did the final contest…making it more interest-
ing.”
“It might change my stories around to write awe-
some stories…making it longer.”
Contest-Creation 
Below-Average 
Girl
“Because it might help you become a writer…
and stay focused and…learn how to write.”
“Because you might be able to learn to get better and 
better at writing….You can use everything that you 
know about writing.”
Appendix C.  Table 3.  Students’ Similar-Emotion Responses for Contests and Assessments
Treatment n Pretest M Pretest SD Posttest M Posttest SD
Test-Prep 19 163.5 57.7 128.5 42.1
Contest-Writing 20 88.4 44.4 129.6 68.8
Contest-Creation 22 62.0 34.4 114.8 58.8
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Motivated and apathetic
Student Writing Contests Standardized Writing  
Assessments
Test-Preparation 
Average Girl
“Take writing classes to get good so I could get 
first place prize in it and be the best writer.”
“Nervous because I won’t really know what to do 
because it’s kind of  hard cause like you have to write 
down quick on paper.”
Test-Preparation 
Below-Average 
Girl
“I would be scared.” “It would change me awesome writer…by thinking.”
Contest-Writing 
Below-Average 
Girl
“I would write as best as I could.” “I would like get a little bit scared because it was like 
a really big writing and you had to try to do your 
best.”
Motivated and apathetic
Contest-Writing 
High-Average Boy
“Like I would say well this isn’t really fun 
anymore trying to do it for a contest….I might 
think…I’ll just write this one time to try to 
get a prize but I like writing because it’s fun to 
write.”
“I don’t really know this but I’ll try to figure it out…
I have to write it…I don’t want to write it but I have 
to write it.”
Contest-Writing 
Average Girl
“You want to write your best and that might 
be the best you ever wrote… it might influ-
ence me to…just keep writing and help me as 
a writer.”
“It would change me as a writer because I would be 
embarrassed like I usually am to share my writing.”
Contest Creation 
Average Boy
“Challenge me to maybe write faster and make 
sure that I have a beginning, middle…end…
[punctuation]… be a better writer and if  I 
should of  lost I’d say I’ll do it next time cause 
you never want to crush your dream of  being 
a writer.”
“It wouldn’t change me at all.”
Contest Creation 
Below-Average 
Boy
“It would make me kind of  excited because…I 
might…get something…. I’m gonna be writing 
for a contest and it might make me feel kind of  
good because I might win.”
“It might change me as a writer because I don’t 
write very much and… I feel like I feel every day 
and I just won’t really care.”
Appendix D.  Table 4.  Students’ Dissimilar Emotion Responses for Contests and Assessments
